Scholar in the Pentagon : 
Greening of an Intellectual 


Leslie H. Gelb, 34, became 
Sen. Jacob K. .J amts' execu- 
tive assistant in 1966. In the 
spring of . 1967, Gelb joined 
the policy planning staff of 
the Pentagon's office of Inter- 
national Security Affairs, 
where he headed the Pen- 
tagon' papers project. He Ts 
now at the Brookings Institu- 
tion writing a book on Viet- 
nam and is a consultant to 
the Muskie organization. In 
the following edited inter- 
view, Gelb .tells of the 
changes in his attitudes as a 
result of his government ex- 
perience. 

Gelb: When the intellec- 
tuals started giving advice 
[to the government], much 
of 1 the intellectual analysis 
and criticism tended to get 
dismissed as too theoretical 
and not implementable. This 
only made the intellectuals 
try harder. 

‘*Then Kennedy gets 
elected. This is the begin- 
ning of the halcyon days. He 


was their president; they 
were advising, him. They 
were brought into govern- 
ment; they would have a 
chance to put their theories 
into practice. 

Their students wanted io 
•follow them. These were 
their heroes who seemed, 
even more heroic as men of 
power. 

"This was also an era in '■ 
which these people felt free 
to talk about the use of 
force, [which] became as 
natural and as easy as talk- 
ing about setting up the 
U.N. f ' ^ 

"These guys became 
tougher when they came to 
Washington. It was a com- 
pulsion to prove their hard- 
headedness . . . 

At Wesleyan in 1965 I was 
the public defender of the 
faith, the man called on to 
defend the Johnson Vietnam 
policy. 

Question: What caused 

your change of heart? 

Gelb: The main thing, I 
think, was that I came to 


Washington and began oper- 
ating in the real world. In 
,the past it had all been 
books, abstract thinking. 

I did not like what I saw 
right off the bat. I immedi- 
ately saw the discrepancy 
between official statements 
on. Vietnam and what I 
heard from my friends in 
> government. Already there 
were the big claims about 
pacification, but people com- 
ing back said it was a hor- 
ror, dehumanizing, that it 
wasn’t working. 

I remember clearly that 
there was a lieutenant colo- 
nel who had headed an 
army maneuver battalion. 
He said that the North Viet- 
namese and VC fought as 
only “true patriots”— I re- 
member his phrase— could 
fight. That these were peo- 
ple fighting for their coun- 
try. That just stunned me. 

Two things turned me 
off— that patent manipu- 
lation I saw going on, which 
I didn’t consider the same 
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as leadership, and the Viet- 
nam experience. It looked 
like a vast cat-and-mouse 
game, especially on the de- 
fense budget and Vietnam. 
Government officials were 
basically acting as tacticians 
and puppeteers rather than 
as national policymakers. 

It was Vietnam that, in 
my case, and others too I’m 
sure, brought about a 
broader questioning of rela- 
tions with Communist na- 
tions. Vietnam pricked the 
bhbble of the Cold War. 


